KAREN E. BENDER

Eternal Love

FROM GRANTA

AFTER LENA AND BOB were married in the Chapel of Eternal
Love, Ella told them that new husbands and wives were not allowed
to share a hotel bedroom. Married couples, she told her retarded
daughter, learned to be married slowly, in separate rooms. For the
first two days of the honeymoon, Ella shared her room at the El
Tropicale with Lena, while her husband, Lou, slept in the other
room with Bob. The four of them elbowed their way to the two-fifty,
ninety-seven-item buffet table, piling their plates with fat-laced bar-
becued ribs; they lay, sun-doped, on a sparkling swath of concrete
by a pale blue swimming pool. The sounds by the pool echoed,
amplified by the water; even the children’s shrieks were trans-
formed into the caws of aroused, hysterical birds. Ella could pre-
tend she didn’t hear at first when Lena said very softly that she
wanted to share a room with Bob.

Ella told Lena about sex in a quiet lounge off El Tropicale’s main
casino. Her thirty-year-old daughter sat patiently, twirling a pink
vinyl coin purse embossed LAS VEGAS: CITY OF LUCK. “You're a
wife,” Ella began. Her daughter smiled. “There are certain things
you can do.”

“I'm called Mrs.!” squealed Lena.

A cocktail waitress holding an empty tray strode swiftly across the
lounge, her nylon stockings an opalescent orange under the sub-
dued light of the chandelier.

“First,” began Ella, then stopped. “Well, how do you feel when
Bob kisses you?”

“My mouth feels wet.”
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“Do you — like it?”

“I like it.” Lena paused. “Sometimes he puts his tongue in too
much. [ don't like that.”

A sign by the Canary Room said: EIGHT P.M. TONITE: HILO
HATTIE AND THE HAWAIIANS. Loud tourists flowed eagerly
through the lounge toward the casino, flashing slabs of sunburnt
skin. “Married people — are naked in bed, Lena,” Ella said.

“Naked!” Lena said with a tiny shriek.

Ella felt something very tall collapse slowly inside her. “Don’t be
scared,” she said, trying to fit her voice around the immense gentle-
ness that surged inside her. “It’s just — skin.”

“I liked it when he touched — here,” Lena said, reaching up and
squeezing her breast.

“Where did he do —"

“In the bathroom. At House of Pancakes.” She giggled.

“No,” said Ella. “You don’t do that in House of Pancakes. You
don't do that in any — public place. You do it in your bedroom.
Nowhere else.”

“In my bedroom,” repeated Lena.

“After, you take a shower. You wash your hands with soap.”

“It smelt like the ocean.”

Ella let go of Lena’s hand.

“When he put his hand in my panties. I liked that. He took his
hand out and he smelt like me.” She clapped her hand over her
mouth and giggled, a guilty, thrilled sound.

“Lena,” said Ella, “when did Bob do —"

“We came in through the back yard.”

“You let him do that in my back yard?”

“Tliked it.”

“Soap,” said Ella, a little desperately. “You use soap.”

“Mother,” said Lena, “what about when we’re naked?”

Ella did not want to continue. Apparently Lena and Bob were
doing well enough on their own.

“If he’s ever not gentle with you, Lena, tell me.”

“Tell what?”

Far away, Ella heard the distant clink of breakfast dishes being
washed in the hotel coffee shop, the whir of a vacuum being
pushed across the lobby, the gentle sounds of maids and waiters
cleaning the guests’ messes of the day.




[ 2 dn payounpd pue usp aypy ot a2y wsed Apjap Cu\ﬁ:m qog
“pury 1oy pasoural ays ApPme) denosnid ABuistidans
pue durep apu v sem J9poOYs SIH 1[2) 2 [BUWLION MOY 2935 O
po1ueMm DS e s1y Fuiyonol ‘patf B[y | ‘{pearjou s vua| ‘qog,
“paroo.1d sem ey sty ut 1ed ay [, o]
(M yeys 01 way) Sunji1ou syaypod sty ur spuey siy day qog
‘pawooq A ‘nok19aul 01 PR[D,, 100p A} pauado no
“puIm B 0jul Sunjjes sem 9y 4Snoy se umop peay ‘s1axpod
s orut daap pafunid spuey siy Lemyes o dn paysni qog ‘way
PIEMO] DUWIOD WIY PAYDIEM PUE 100pP 211 AQ MOPUIM PIUTRLIND-IIAYS
a1 ut pajppny no| pue e[y sareasdn ey oy padeads BUDT UM
‘WOOUIANJE A UL [P pauIed[3 1eyl plog pal ardde-Apued ‘pro
ue ut dn pajmnd 2] "91ep 181 1Y) 10J Alea anoy ue Jjey sem qog

A

‘qog pIes 12y 01 j[¥) 01 1ueM wsnl,
‘uipes sem ay Aym 12y (91 0 Ho:‘tummw:,:m a1 se pud
s1y 1o mO[s SunpAIana ‘qiealq sy paeay ays -uidp sem ay moN
| LEAUM,,
< q0d.,
Li8uipren st des [ Aewt O\,
950y RUT, IR SIY Ul junow
101121 211 Ieay A[[enide pnod ays i pies 24s A1108 sem ayg
“piEs e[| L SOUM PUIT,
_zaaop vua s, Sy urede pajes qog
‘28euIEp MAU JUIOS OP 01 AWOY I91] PIEMO] Suipany
QAUI0D © SE STIO1D019] Pauaas 1 Ing ‘dureu e asnl ses 1] (aAllg qog
4107 2US 1LYM MO APSIUOL 1, UPIP (G PIASI[AL [23f O3 P B[
LI9ALIP pood ey umolq qamb “1oyg anaams v,
_wiy Inoqe aut [[3,,
LTOAIS O, '$I0[0(] PRI SPINIL,
L'SYONLA DAOIP Y PIEs 9H "qOg SeM ],
/001 ‘201U K124 § 2 YUIY) | 1N “1DIAU0D 19ULI0]
v — [[oM — S,0U4M (OY ® dARY M £qOY B I0U SI1 oINS nod ary,
‘pasned ayg 1ySiu 2 Sulaians vulyd 1o noqe 2.1ed no4 J1jou
‘asnoy Aul U1 19] 1,UP[NOM [ PIRUET GOg I[00IP ¥ ING ALIIPISU0D
STSI21UIA qOg 'SQOY 2AY JABY M, "SIIO[O(] PIES (21U OS STSIYL,,
. auoyd a1 uo vua pa[Ed qog v,
LAUM, seI0[O( pRIsnmw ‘qog "qog,

611 AAANTD T NIAVH

"o qog Y232 01 ‘saakordwa pajqesip s s
-POO9 JO IOIRUIPIOOD Y} ‘$2I0[O(] PA[[EI B[ "UMO 01 Paiues as[a
2UO OU B $ISNO[Q PUR $YDOS 110s pur d[qe1 Juof e 1e 1is 01 sem qol
I9H "s18a4 91 10T [[IMPOON) sAnN ueA 2171 1 Sunjiom uaaq pey eua|

191 1] I[DUIS BUIT {[DUBYY) 12y JO WOS U0
md pry eudT ‘Mauy ays uay ], wenrurey 1pws 1ysnep 19y Aym mo
amdy 1, upnod ey 151y 1y auoyd s dn yord o1 paudiap ays o
samurw 2AY ‘uaym swmypaad pue a8nor apiny v Sutieam sem ayg
PAWITRIX2 AYS  IeM O WY [[2],, "2IB] Jay
uo uoissatdxa snodol A[paryeu v (s wWood 191 Jo Mo 18I LU
‘oA 103 auoyd

A1 U0 qOg * * T ® § 213 ], 'BUIT, TOOP §LUIT UO Paydouy ays
«— qOg — $YIN.1 2ALIP [ "[[IMPOOS) ‘qog,
‘poyse

e[[q  cSuren st Aes [ Aew oypy, “preay A[aaer ays uonsanb e sem 1|
(¢TI BUDT "BUIT "CUIT,,

‘peajdisowe dadsiym sd1oa afewr v pavay pue auoyd sy dn payord

pey e[y 1961 ur dep [udy ue ‘oSe stpuow Xis pajjed 11y pey qog

‘urege oursed
SSA[YO0[D ‘WP 3Y1 01Ul PAYSIUBA DS 2I0JI( ‘UONIDIP 2WES ) Ul
s[i1q w2218 a1 [[e Sutuan ‘sdn 1aty paIunod ssaneMm € Aem 2A1SSISqO
ay1 ‘ajm puojg-mys sty uo pey istmol e dud pnoad ooy oy vayoel
19A[2A Aq S I9pRI[PURG 21 JO SSAUIGENU MBI Y} PIasuou e[
‘parute) A[punojoud pawaas a5unof ayp ySnonp Sumory auod1aaa
moN ‘sanued s eua owur puey siy paSunid pey qog ‘saan uowa]
pue INU[EM 91} PIUIE 2Iaymawos ‘pred yoeq 10y jo uoaid dosp aip
ur — sip .‘A_:O IM P2y sem .mu:m:_ JIaInqg .,nn.vg:wﬂﬁﬂu RIS :wu 0l Uw_..:
[RIDNID 210W 2O JO JUI) 01 paLn g e[| pres  ‘deos asn Loy,
‘angdnej yim paSuLl o19Mm $a45 191 pue ‘s[epues
I2A[IS UT US[[OMS 2I9M 199] JaH ‘ayeme payurq pue soml a8urio
Jo sse[d agael v paddis queynoq pajdwna e ur ney aay ‘quSmoys
[[B1 V ¢19H, "MOUS SLIEJ 9p OPIT 91 PICMO] SaWMS0d palaylea]
-yoead pue yuid jo yoex e paysnd uewr y ung, "SANNILNOD
SIWOSO0d9 FAHL 40 AvMm aurpeay ay s tadedsmau v ydnoay
Suyeay 1m1od v 01 payutod ayg | swiy swooipaq ® ur payeu
daals partrew auofi1aas saop, Apuanedwr vua pres  ISYION],
« 1] 1,uop nok Sunyiauios sa0p 1943 3y JJ,,

N0 1pULR)] QI




arey Aea8 Asso(8 sty orur puey sty paysnd oY ‘uaas snl pey oy 1eym
Aq passelirequia piyo ¢ 1| ‘MopuIm Iy wolg yoeq Sueids no
‘sme] [eatsdyd mou
4q pau12a08 ySnoy se ‘uel 3ys Se UONOW MO[S ul 19IN[J 01 PaWIIs
§S2IP MO[[94 §,BUIT "UME[ I} SSOIDE PUNOQ WIY) PIYdIeMm SYS

1J3] Aoy puy

«A121d L1934 joo] nok — nog, “eua pres  jaAg,

“eads1ou pnood ey

A[Ane1ua) Suiaem ‘pres eus kg,
‘uLre 13y uo puey sty ind sy -aais

-9p M JUSBI[SIUL PUR Jedd 31aM S SIH ‘eudT 1B pazed qog

Aauour sey qog,,

«— dwos noA 3a18 sur 127 ¢Aduowr ySnous saey nof oy,

eua7 Sui88m ‘qog pres , £i8uny w |,
«— 11em Suoj e 3q [[,219Y L, '[ed1IasAY

AjonZea Suipaay ‘e[ry pres , ‘papmold 3q 01 SutoS 5,11 — Jo asnoy,

"eUT] ples  ‘SayedURJ JO ISNOH 01 uMop jem 01 Suio8 a1 am,,

«c3uro8 nof are axaym,
readdesip pjnom
3ys preye y3noy se Iay 19)e uel qog ‘ssaunySney jueiaqnxa ue

IIM JOOP 31} O3 paysnu yg  jJ1ery, 'sa13318 yim payooaios eus
7 mouy nok

puy uyred suc-1aquinu 3y w, |, "pres qog , 4xted 1s3q oy w, [,

‘ptes vua  jyred 03 uresy,

‘B[] PaYse  ¢oW ISNOXY,,

“anow 19y 1240 puey 19y Suiddepd ‘eua pajesnbs  jdn inyg,

| L¢SN208 oA ystuly, “pajius qog

"eud7 pres , ‘qog ‘1H,
«— pue, ‘uedaq e[y ,1san8 1o o1 Supje

u23q 34, "asand 1oy yim 1oy Surdwing ‘eqry ised paysiym euay
134 011481 e pey oy ySnoy se
“Apjueyy 1oy 1e pazeS qog “Aexds yum sarsuedxa sem arey 1oy pue ‘spij
-9£3 19y U0 1UIVSIPLII PawWed[3 mopeys 4> Japuaae| Aweald MON
"udw 103 J0u Inq ‘asod.nd aane1039p ‘Oywads e 105 — priy> € Sur
-urope 9yif sem J9Y Sulssal(] ‘p[nom Uew € Aem Y1 BUST 18 PIYOO]
1aa3u pey B[IF ‘AL Y3 wolj sa£d sy payl| qog Aon| pawass iy
"qol [Mpoon 3y uaNoF p,ays UIYM UIOM P,IYs IUO Y “Yiys
MO[[34 & Yyim JIeds pue sSULLIED SUOISFUIYIL MOJ[IA I3y ydew Ioy

131 dIANIT T NAIVIH

hecsi il

padiay pey ey ‘pareadde eus ‘ssowr axmbut pnos ays a10jog

. 9JIM € puR URW Y/,

«£31e Aoy puy,

. -suosuq ayy Yum,,

LW ISTIOXF,,

J100 B UQ,

«£3A1 NOA puy,,

« ONYMY,
‘payse
3Ys d[IMPOOD 10] parJom nok aaey Suo] MOY, "BUST pajuem oy
—utod urew 5y3 puy 'saka aniq pey sy Apeau saoys siy pan pey
9H "2uoys s[reusa3uy SiEy “wiy NI 01 SUOSES] 3q 0} Pey I I “Wry
1e 21818 0) 10u Furpusiaad ‘Moqa sty Aq 1ySu ases sulrewrenbe Jay

1e Supue(8 1doy eqg 119s3p € ssooe ‘BuyjaA ‘padopres skogmon

"pasnsur y3noy se ‘pres 3y ‘souo Siq saup snly,

"Pavse e[[q ,¢sauo [[eus Io syonn Siq — a1 nok o,
« SALIP 01 3YI[ T, "PTes 3Y ,‘SALIp
I, ‘dois 1dniqe ue o1 swed [Paym sy1 Mun 1y8u sy 01 1 pParsM

pue [25ym Sul1991s J|qIsiaul ue punole spuey sy paSuelre qog
"payse eI ¢cqol oy st Moy, “sauo Suoam sy

jse p[nom ay 1135 e[[F ‘uonsanb Iaypoue ojur ues| o1 ueSaq no
‘Pres ay

«TeY ay3 ur uew ayy 3y I, "de siy uo spuey siy padsep qog
LLYousuny) SYI NOX,, "WIY 211y pInom 3y Isyaym Sur
-pr3p ySnoys se — 1a8uens Aue pip sy se qog pakarins oy ‘Jjo sem
3[IWS YT ‘UIAIUN 219M SYIIYD Y1 — WI[ed JO uoissaIdxa ue ou
Apauany pa1dinos uaaq pey 11 ySnop se payoo| aoey sI ‘sedUY

sty asureBe Ajprder swied siy paqqnu pue yonod 31 UO 1es NoJ
‘Jremp Suile ue pajquasal oy ‘oys ueyy I3[l sem oYy ySnoy
ua4d e Supjuny djay 10u ppnod ays pue ‘qog ur a3uens pawaas
N g ‘pooypnpe surede A[njssadonsun dn dwing o1 pawaas ays
kem 2y ‘ssaulqquus s,eus] 01 pasn sem e 40q € JO JUDWILLIIW
35IE0D YUN[q Yl YIM [00ISIO0] Y1 UO PIdunoq ‘siayeaus aniq
ur 129y sy 1nq “e1d sem arey Apsuiq “uIoys sty 41103 1noqe payooj
SH fowsung ur uonde syl paks A|npydnoyr pue yonoo ayp out

UMOP YUns ‘[0015100 [AulA U318 s,n0T uo 199§ sty paddoad qog
‘aqousuns)
PUNOJ 3y [nUN S[QUURYD 33 PIYDI[D PUE WOOI Y} SSOIIE PI[QUITIS
uay qudwow e 1oy safed si1 ySnoay Ajppm paddiy sy wpno

v

0] UL 0z 1



T 122 Eternal Love

“Well,” he said, “we’re not losing a daughter — we’re just gaining
another mouth to feed.”

Lou had never owned Lena the way she had. For thirty years he
had tried hard not to look too closely at their daughter, instead
cultivating a relentless optimism that Ella had found incomprehen-
sible, yet also necessary. Now it made her feel alone.

“We're not gaining anything,” said Ella. She grabbed her sweater
and followed the two figures walking down the street.

She walked briskly, but casually, keeping a block between herself
and her daughter. When Lena and Bob turned into a shopping
center at the corner, Ella stopped beside a hefty Buick that was
parked at one end of the lot.

They walked through the empty parking lot. It spread, like a dark
lake, between House of Pancakes and a Hallmark, an ice cream
parlor, a laundromat and a pet store. It was Sunday, and all the
stores were closed, but Bob and Lena stared hard at the windows
as though willing them to open. Ella waited for something to go
wrong. Bob went over to cars, rubbed their dusty tops, nodded like
an expert, returned to Lena. She put coins into a newspaper rack,
removed a paper and handed it to him; he rolled it up and tapped
it against his leg.

Lena and Bob walked around the parking lot slowly, once, twice,
three times. The orange flanks of House of Pancakes loomed, un-
real, candied in the pale light. Customers left the restaurant and
walked toward their cars with a casual confidence; Bob and Lena
watched them walk. As the two of them finally went through the
coffee shop’s glass doors, Bob touched Lena’s back, just for a mo-
ment; his hand reached for the yellow fabric, trying, gently, to
hold on.

Bob began to come to the house once a week. Lena was always
dressed and ready an hour beforehand; she sat absolutely still on
her bed, as though the fact of his imminent arrival was so fragile
she had to take care not to disturb even the air. But she always made
him wait. One night, while Bob installed himself in the 'den and
waited for Lena to join him, Ella swept in to quiz him about his life.
“Where is your cot?” she asked.

“Near the garage.”

“Who are the Ensons?”
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“A man and a wife.”

She dragged out of him the following scintillating facts: he pre-
ferred lamb chops to chicken, and peas to potatoes.

Ella ruled that Lena and Bob had to spend part of the date
somewhere in the house. They sat on the patio while Ella washed
the dishes, observing them through the kitchen window. Toward
nine o’clock, when the sky had turned dark, Ella heard a jump and
rustle and the sound of running; she looked out a window onto the
shining, moon-silver lawn. Lena and Bob were not kissing or touch-
ing but just chasing each other, endlessly, like large, slow bears.
Their sound was of the purest joy, a soft, hushed giggling as they
followed each other through the dark yard.

Dolores told her that Bob lived with the Ensons — a couple — in
Sherman Oaks, and had a brother in Chicago, Hugh, who paid
them rent. Ella got Hugh’s number and called him up.

When she told him that Bob was dating her daughter, there was a
silence so hostile she wondered what she had actually said.

“I'm sending money,” Hugh said irritably. “I'm sending money.”

“I'm not asking —"

“It’s not easy, lady. Do you think it’s easy sending —”

“Sir,” she said, “I'm not asking for money. I just want to know
what he’s like.”

Another silence. “Well, you see what he’s like.”

“For the last few months. What about before?”

“What is there to know? He’s forty-one. Three years older than
me.”

“Where has he lived?”

“The folks had him at an institution for a while. They didn’t
know what the hell to do with him. He’s been at the Ensons’ six
years, since the folks died. They got him to Goodwill. He likes
driving, I hear.”

“What else?”

“You might want to know this. He had a vasectomy.”

She pressed the phone more firmly to her ear.

“They did that early. When he was sixteen, seventeen. No little
Bobs running around.”

Ella did not know how to digest this fact, so she decided to move
on. “Anything else? Health problems, disorders, anything?”







